
October 3, 2022

Darryl LaCounte
Director, Bureau of Indian Affairs
Department of the Interior
1849 C St NW
Washington, D.C. 20240

                                          
Dear Director LaCounte:

We are concerned regarding the Bureau of Indian Affairs’ failure to notify local farmers 
in Pinal County following excess water release from the San Carlos Reservoir. 

As you are aware, recent rainfall at the San Carlos Reservoir caused an emergency 
situation where the water levels of the reservoir reached dangerous levels. The recent rainfall, 
coupled with increased inflows from the Gila River, threatened the Coolidge Dam and the dam’s 
ability to prevent a flooding situation. To protect the integrity of Coolidge Dam, the Bureau of 
Indian Affairs’ undersecretary made the decision to release the excess water into the existing 
canal infrastructure in August 2022. 

While we understand the need to maintain the integrity of the dam, we are concerned to 
hear that the availability of excess water was not communicated to nearby farmers. Many 
farmers that are served by the San Carlos Irrigation and Drainage District have seen their water 
allocations reduced due to the record drought, and would have appreciated and used the excess 
water. Instead, thousands of gallons of water sped down the canals in Pinal County and were 
ultimately wasted.

Later that month, floodwater from the San Pedro River was released into the Picacho 
Reservoir rather than being delivered to downstream users with a significant need for water. To 
the extent that this water was able to be delivered to on farm users, the process revealed 
significant flaws in that system’s infrastructure. In one instance, a canal broke and flooded a 
home. Multiple failures resulted in water not being delivered to users who could have put it to 
beneficial use. 

The Southwest, including Arizona, is undergoing a record drought. Farmers across our 
state need water to grow crops that will feed their families and supply our great nation with a 
domestic source of agricultural products. It is simply unacceptable that the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs’ failed to release the excess water without letting those who could have used the water 



know beforehand. We ask that your agency respond to the following questions by October 14, 
2022. 

1. Why did the Agency fail to notify local communities of the excess water expected in 
August 2022?

2. Does the Agency have protocols to notify local communities of any expected excess 
water releases? If so, why were they not followed during the events in August 2022?

3. Does the Agency have protocols for working with irrigation districts to ensure that 
resources for infrastructure development and repair are being adequately and effectively 
deployed?

4. How often does the Agency reach out to nontribal communities for the purposes of 
community outreach and to learn more about the needs of nearby nontribal communities?

Sincerely,

Debbie Lesko
Member of Congress

Kyrsten Sinema
United States Senator

Andy Biggs
Member of Congress

David Schweikert
Member of Congress


